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certain economies to downside risks, within a neo-classical economic growth model to seek 
an explanation to the observation that a number of vulnerable economies enjoy high per 
capita output levels. Steady state results indicate that the more vulnerable economy would 
tend to have a higher per capita capital stock and output but a lower per capita consumption 
level, as resources are allocated to counteract vulnerability. Dynamic modelling results 
indicate that vulnerability reduces the speed of convergence between economies at different 
states of development. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
The past decades have seen renewed interest in the study of supply-side dynamics 
that impinge on long-term economic growth. The basic analytical framework employed 
in this context is the so-called growth accounting exercise pioneered by Solow (1957). 
Recent comprehensive growth accounting exercises, most notably Senhadji (1999) and 
Bosworth et al. (1995), find that total factor productivity growth is generally larger in 
developed than in developing countries, but it is more volatile in the latter, accounting 
chiefly for the fact that output growth in developing countries is twice as variable as in 
developed ones. Convergence between poor and rich countries is observed, but it occurs 
at a very slow pace.   
In terms of the policy debate on economic development, the focus of this literature 
centres on the degree of convergence of per capita output between countries at different 
levels of development and on the extent to which increases in output could be sustained 
over the long term, as for example, in Romer (1987). From a perspective that emphasises 
the risks to economic development, Briguglio (1992, 1993) pioneered the research on 
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economic vulnerability that examines the proneness of countries to shocks in their 
performance. There emerged a strand of literature proposing alternative measurements, 
and sometimes definitions, of economic vulnerability. An important conclusion of this 
research is the fact that owing to their smallness and relative isolation, a number of 
relatively high per capita income countries can be more vulnerable than countries at a 
lower level of development. This gave rise to the so-called “vulnerability dilemma.” 
The stages at which the separate research fields of economic growth and economic 
vulnerability have come to call for an exploration of their possible links. On one hand, 
while acknowledging that per capita output is an incomplete indicator of human welfare, 
it may be argued that vulnerability per se does not enter the human welfare function at 
the same level as income and consumption. The usefulness of the vulnerability concept 
would therefore increase if it is shown to have a bearing on the more important 
determinants of human welfare. On the other hand, the study of economic growth could 
benefit from the consideration of a possibly important explanatory variable in the form 
of economic vulnerability. 
This paper contributes to this debate by hypothesizing that the increased economic 
risks implied by vulnerability have important effects on per capita output levels, 
economic growth and the process of economic convergence. In order to develop this 
hypothesis, the workings and conclusions of the neo-classical growth model are 
reviewed, together with the principal findings of studies on economic vulnerability. A 
variant of the neo-classical growth model incorporating vulnerability is developed next 
and its steady state and dynamic results are compared to those of the baseline growth 
model. On the basis of the findings, the paper suggests a possible approach towards the 
resolution of the “vulnerability dilemma.” It also provides possible explanations to 
empirical observations regarding the development of total factor productivity growth 
and the heightened economic vulnerability of small states. 
 
 
2.    A REVIEW OF BACKGROUND CONCEPTS: THE NEO-CLASSICAL 
GROWTH MODEL AND ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY 
 
The basic structure of the general equilibrium neo-classical growth model, based on 
original work by Cass (1965), Koopmans (1965), Ramsey (1928), Solow (1956), and 
Swan (1956), features households owning the factor inputs, labour and capital, involved 
in the production of a homogenous good that can be consumed or invested. Households 
maximise the sum of discounted future utility under rational expectations by choosing 
consumption, saving, labour force participation and fertility. Goods and factor markets 
are assumed to clear. Following Inada (1963), the production function features positive 
and diminishing marginal products with respect to each input, exhibits constant returns 
to scale and marginal products approach infinity as factor inputs approach zero and 
vice-versa. The utility function has the same marginal conditions as the production 
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As consumption and physical capital rise in the course of economic growth, the 
marginal utility of consumption and the marginal product of capital decline, progressively 
leading to smaller rates of consumption growth. This process goes on until a steady state 
of zero consumption and output grow is reached, ignoring the effects of total factor 
productivity growth. This important result yields the notion of convergence whereby 
poor economies growth faster than rich ones in a process of catching-up. The 
convergence to steady state properties of this model are documented in Barro and 
Sala-i-Martin (1995). 
The economy would not continue to accumulate physical capital per capita once that 
its marginal product falls to just cover the depreciation rate, the rate of utility 
discounting and population growth. The steady state consumption permitted by the 
steady state capital stock would provide just sufficient saving to keep per capita physical 
capital constant in view of depreciation and population growth. Thus, according to this 
model, economies which achieve a high per capita income level and which are 
consequently expected to grow fast for long periods are those characterised by deep 
parameters involving low a population growth rate, low physical capital depreciation, 
and a low rate of future utility discounting.   
This model is to serve as a baseline case against which the effects of economic 
vulnerability, including considerations regarding total factor productivity growth, are 
assessed. 
The concept of economic vulnerability emerged from the study of the specific 
weaknesses of small island states that would account for increased risks to economic 
growth and performance without being necessarily reflected in per capita output levels. 
According to Guillaumont (1999), “vulnerability means the risk of being harmed, 
wounded (negatively affected) by unforeseen events, in general and in economics as 
well.” Vulnerability may thus be viewed as an economy’s proneness to downside risks. 
The literature on economic vulnerability is still developing, with new definitions, 
determinants and measurement procedures being suggested.   
The characteristics that are most likely to result in vulnerability are documented in 
Briguglio (1992, 1993, 1995, and 1997), Chander (1996), UNCTAD (1997), Easter 
(1998) and Crowards (1999). These include economic smallness, which constrains a 
country’s production possibilities and ability to reap economies of scale as well as a high 
degree of economic openness that increases susceptibility to economic conditions in the 
rest of the world. Lack of diversification of productive activities, especially in the export 
sector, is another potential source of vulnerability, as would be a strong dependence on 
imports with low price elasticities and limited import substitution possibilities. Insularity, 
peripherality and remoteness, leading to high transport costs and reduced attractiveness 
for business and investment are also recognized as important determinants of economic 
vulnerability. The absence of competitive markets, the relatively large size of public 
sector activity engendered by smallness and the lack of absorption capacity for 
technology, investment and international development initiatives are other important 
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It is suggested that other factors that can be viewed to give rise to economic 
vulnerability include the dependence on exports with relatively high income and price 
elasticities as well as openness to vulnerable markets. These are probably the genuine 
sources of vulnerability rather than trade openness per se, which could actually give rise 
to economic strengths out of the possible diversification into external markets and the 
potential for investment and technology transfer that would arise.   
In an attempt to measure the economic vulnerability phenomenon, economic 
vulnerability indices have been constructed, generally including a relatively small 
number of variables, often limited to three or four. One reason for this is that many 
economic variables are correlated with each other and one variable could be used to 
represent others. Other reasons are that many variables complicate the procedure and 
data for certain variables are not available across countries. The most frequent variables 
used in the economic vulnerability indices relate to economic openness, export 
concentration, dependence on imports of energy and peripherality. Other approaches 
attempt to measure vulnerability in terms of the variability of output and similar 
indicators. An important consideration in this approach is that it is tantamount to 
measuring the manifestation rather than the actual causes of the phenomenon. 
The weaknesses of vulnerability indicators principally relate to the subjectivity in 
their computation, in particular with regard to the choice of variables, the method of 
measurement and the averaging procedure. The question of subjective choice of 
variables is difficult to resolve. This is, however, not a problem peculiar to the 
vulnerability indices but to most empirical work, especially that which purports to 
quantify data that is essentially qualitative.  The measurement problems arise in part 
because of an absence of data for certain variables or for certain countries; different 
methods of statistical compilation across countries; and errors in measurements of the 
variables. Composite indices are averages of different sub-indices, and the single value 
which they produce may conceal divergences between the individual components or 
sub-indices, possibly hiding useful information. Furthermore, a composite index implies 
some form of trade-off between the sub-indices of the composite index and averaging 
would conceal, for example, situations where the effect of one variable cancels out the 
effect of another. In addition there is the problem of whether to take a simple average or 
a weighted average and, in the latter case, which weights are to be assigned to the 
different variables. In general, the weighting problem remains in the realm of 
subjectivity, with the simple average having a favourable edge on grounds of simplicity.   
Various studies have generally concluded that there is very little correlation between 
vulnerability and per capita output or output growth. Indeed, Briguglio (1995) finds that 
certain economies with high per capita income such as Singapore or Malta are subject to 
a significant degree of vulnerability. This is not in conflict with the conceptual basis of 
economic vulnerability studies, in that per capita output is regarded as an incomplete 
indicator of human welfare in the context of economies that are prone to significant 
downside risks.   
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human welfare function at the same level as economic growth or development. The 
usefulness of the vulnerability concept would therefore increase if it is shown to have a 
bearing on the more important determinants of human welfare. This can be postulated a 
priori on the grounds that the increased economic risks implied by vulnerability would 
have an effect on economic growth and per capita output levels. 
 
 
3.    INCORPORATING VULNERABILITY IN A NEO-CLASSICAL GROWTH 
CONTEXT 
 
Economic vulnerability thus implies increased sensitivity to shocks, and relatively 
greater susceptibility to shocks of an adverse nature. It is proposed that economic 
vulnerability can be incorporated in a neo-classical growth model by considering the 
physical capital stock and consumption possibilities as being subject to stochastic shocks 
within concave production and utility functions.   
Modelling physical capital stock and consumption as stochastic variables would 
capture the sensitivity to a number of demand- and supply-side shocks that are typical in 
vulnerability studies. These would include adverse external demand shocks, which may 
reduce the effective utilisation of capital by making part of it redundant. Similar 
considerations would apply to positive technology shocks from which vulnerable 
countries do not benefit, putting them at a competitive disadvantage. Likewise, 
proneness to natural disasters could reduce an economy’s capital stock and consumption 
possibilities. Unsuitable domestic economic policy shocks and political instability could 
have similar effects.   
The concave production and utility functions would allow downside shocks to have 
relatively stronger effects than positive ones. In a concave production function 
exhibiting diminishing marginal product, a positive shock to the production factors 
would increase output by a smaller magnitude compared to the reduction in output from 
an equivalent reduction in production factors. The nature of the production and utility 
function would thus serve to determine the strength of the economic effects of shocks in 
the economy’s capital stock and consumption possibilities.   
Subject to the assumptions set out in the baseline model, the capital stock at time t, 
, is presumed to be a random variable with expected value   and subject to 
exogenous shocks   which are identically and independently distributed with zero 
mean and constant variance, thus: 
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The per capita intensity accumulation function can be written as: 
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Considering, for the purposes of solving the dynamic utility maximisation problem, 
the expected value of Equation (3), we obtain: 
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Among the methods available to consider the effects of uncertainty on economic 
activity, as used in, for example, Machina (1987), Machina (1989), and Hirshleifer et al. 
(1992), the expected value of output can be expressed by means of a Taylor-expansion of 
the production function around the expected value of the capital stock kt, thus: 
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Ignoring those parts of the expansion involving an exponent higher than two, on the 
basis of the assumption that moments for the stochastic variables that are higher than 
two are zero, we obtain: 
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Equation  ( )  implies that due to the randomness of the physical capital stock, the 
expected output must be adjusted by a term reflecting the extent of shocks to the capital 





' ' f t). The negative sign on the latter term implied by a concave production 
function implies that the effect of variability of capital stock on the economy’s expected 
output is negative. Thus, shocks in the physical capital stock can be expected to have 
effects on the rate of return on capital and thereby on the extent of capital accumulation, 
economic growth and steady state per capita output.   
The susceptibility of the economy’s expected output to shocks in factor inputs, as 
given by the second derivative of the production function, decreases in magnitude as the 
capital stock rises. This implies a heightened economic vulnerability for economies 
having a relatively low per capita capital. Moreover, it is dependent on the marginal ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH  27
productivity of the volatile factor input. Considering a concave production function of 
the form,   where 0
α k (k) = f 1 < <α ,  , which implies that the 
magnitude of the   initially rises with 
2) ( 1)k ( (k)  
-
α α α − = ' ' f
(k)   ' ' f α  but subsequently falls to zero as  α  
approaches 1. This happens as initially, an increase in the output share of the volatile 
factor input would render the economy more susceptible to shocks in that input, as 
shown in Figure 1. As α  continues to increase, however, this effect would be 
outweighed by the increase in marginal productivity of the factor input which reduces 
the asymmetric effects between positive and negative shocks, thus rendering the 
economy’s expected output less vulnerable to fluctuations in the factor input. Therefore, 
the expected output of economies with an intermediate elasticity of physical capital 
tends to be more susceptible to the volatility of this factor input. 









Figure 1.    The susceptibility of expected output to factor input shocks 
 
 
In a similar manner, the expected utility of consumption in the wake of shocks can 
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Equation (6) implies that shocks to consumption possibilities reduce welfare in 
proportion to the concavity of the utility function, which indicates the strength of the 
consumption smoothing motive. This can be expected to have effects on saving 
behaviour and consequently on growth patterns. It may be further argued that the second 
derivative of the utility function and the consumption-smoothing motive are larger in 
magnitude in economies where consumption levels are relatively low. Thus, the welfare 
of developing economies would be more likely to be negatively influenced by shocks to 
their consumption possibilities.   
The concept of economic vulnerability is in this way broken down into two GORDON CORDINA  28
behavioural components, namely the extent of the shocks affecting production factors 
and consumption possibilities, and the susceptibility of an economy’s production 
technology and welfare to such shocks. This is in line with Guillaumont (1999), who 
stresses that the risk of a country being harmed by an external shock is given by the size 
and the likelihood of the shock, the exposure to the shock and the ability of the country 
to react to it. It is here shown that while random shocks may be regarded as purely 
exogenous factors, the economy’s susceptibility to such shocks may be viewed to 
change according to the state of development and to policy responses. In particular, it is 
found that susceptibility tends to decrease as an economy develops and as the elasticity 
of output to physical capital becomes sufficiently large.   
 
 
4.    THE EFFECT OF ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY ON THE 
STEADY-STATE EQUILIBRIUM 
 
In order to gauge the effects of economic vulnerability on the steady state 
equilibrium of the economy, we formulate the Hamiltonian to account for the 
expectations of utility and output within the context of stochastic consumption and 
capital stock levels as: 
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The first-order conditions for maximisation imply that:   
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Equation (8) implies that compared to the baseline neo-classical growth model, the 
shadow price of   is in this model reduced by a factor reflecting consumption-side 
economic vulnerability. Likewise, the development of the shadow price of   i s  
influenced by production-side vulnerability, as shown in Equation (9). Simultaneously 
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By virtue of the assumptions imposed on the utility function, the term   is  positive. 
This implies that consumption growth, which reflects the extent of saving in initial 
periods, responds positive to the marginal productivity of   and negatively to the 
population growth rate, the depreciation rate and the utility discount rate. These results 
conform to those of the baseline model. Equation (10) also implies that consumption 
growth is increased by production-side shocks as the economy saves more to accumulate 
capital to offset the output effects of disturbances to the capital stock. On the other hand, 
 is lower than the comparable term in the baseline model. Consumption-side 
vulnerability thus results in lower consumption growth and lower saving as the economy 




The saving behaviour of the economy is thus subject to two opposing effects. On the 
one hand, volatility in the capital stock increases saving to allow the economy to 
accumulate sufficient capital which would allow it more effectively to absorb the effects 
of such shocks. On the other hand, the welfare losses arising out of consumption 
volatility are met by higher consumption and consequently lower saving.   
The consequences of these effects can be assessed by examining the steady state of 
the differential equations for the time paths of c a n d   , Equations (10) and (4) 
respectively. Thus, the steady state physical output per capita is found as: 
t t k
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Equation (11) shows that the steady state level of per capita capital in this model is 
higher than that in the baseline model, with the consequence that its marginal 
productivity would be lower. The steady state level of per capita consumption is derived 
as:  
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Thus, in spite of the higher expected value of capital stock per capita, it does not 
follow that the expected value of per capita consumption in steady state will in this case 
be higher than that in the baseline model, because of the deleterious effects of shocks to 
the capital stock as represented by the product of the concavity of the production 
function and the volatility of shocks to the capital stock. The end result would depend on 
the relative strength of these opposing effects. It is also noted that the characteristics of 
the utility function and variability to the consumption variable are immaterial to the 
steady state position of the economy.   
For the purposes of addressing this issue, a numerical analysis is undertaken to 
evaluate the ratios of consumption and capital values in the economic vulnerability GORDON CORDINA  30
model to those in the baseline model for different values of production function 
concavity and    κ σ
2
on the assumptions that   and 
 The results are shown in Figures 2 and 3 and indicate that for relatively 
low values of 
0.1   ,   k (k) = + + = θ
α d n f
. 08 . 0 = +d n
α , the capital stock under the vulnerability model is higher than under 
the baseline model, and it tends to increase with the extent of the shocks to the capital 
stock  . The divergence in capital stocks and its sensitivity to the shocks tends to 
diminish with higher values of 
κ σ
2
α . With relation to per capita consumption, this is found 
to be invariably lower in the vulnerability model compared to the capital stock model, 
with the difference being principally accentuated at low values of  α    and high values of 
. As the output share and the productivity of the accumulable factor increase, the 
results of the vulnerability growth model and of the baseline model tend to converge. 
This happens as in the limit, a value for 
κ σ
2
1 = α  would neutralise any adverse effects to 
output arising out of shocks to the production factor.   



































s alfa = 0.1
alfa = 0.3
alfa = 0.8
1 . 0 = α
3 . 0 = α
8 . 0 = α
 
Figure 2.    Ratio of steady state capital to baseline model results 
 
 
It is thus concluded that the more economically vulnerable economies, characterised 
by relatively high volatility in their capital stock and a production technology that is 
susceptible to such shocks, tend to have a relatively higher per capita capital, and 
consequently output, but a relatively lower consumption per capita in steady state. These 
economies would need to dedicate a portion of their resources to overcome the 
difficulties of economic vulnerability and the marginal productivity of their capital 
would in steady state be lower. These effects are more accentuated in the case of 
economies where the capital stock and the output elasticity of physical capital are 
relatively low. 
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s alfa = 0.1
alfa = 0.3
alfa = 0.8
1 . 0 = α
3 . 0 = α
8 . 0 = α
 
Figure 3.    Ratio of steady state consumption to baseline model results 
 
 
5.  ECONOMIC  VULNERABILITY  AND  CONVERGENCE  TO  STEADY 
STATE 
 
The comparison between the steady state positions of the baseline economic growth 
and the vulnerability models, together with an analysis of the behaviour of the models 
when they are out of steady state, can be undertaken by means of a phase diagram as 
shown in Figure 4. The figure shows the relationships between per capita consumption 
and per capita capital for the steady state relations of the baseline model and for those of 
the model incorporating vulnerability. 
The phase diagram replicates the results obtained in Figures 2 and 3 in the previous 
section. In the baseline model, the steady state per capita consumption that can be 
obtained at each level of steady state per capita capital is equal to the output of that 
capital less the allowances for physical capital depreciation and population growth that 
must be made to maintain per capita capital constant in steady state. In turn, the 
equilibrium steady state level of per capita capital accumulated is at the point where its 
marginal productivity covers its erosion through depreciation and population growth as 
well as the cost of postponing consumption as reflected in that rate of time preference. A 
higher level of marginal productivity would imply that it is profitable to accumulate 
further capital and vice-versa. The intersection of these two functions gives the per 
capita steady state capital and consumption. It is interesting to note that the level of per 
capita steady state capital is lower than that which would permit the maximum level of 
consumption. The per capita capital that would maximise steady state would be found as 
  while the actual steady state capital is  , k) ( d n ' f + = θ + + = d n ' f k) ( . The utility cost 
of postponing consumption thus results in a lower level of per capita capital than that 
which would maximise per capita consumption. GORDON CORDINA  32
 
Figure 4.    Steady State and Convergence Properties of the Baseline   
and Vulnerability Models 
 
 
In the model incorporating vulnerability, the consumption relation behaves in a 
similar manner to that in the baseline model, with the important difference that it affords 
a lower level of steady state per capita consumption. This difference is due to the erosion 
of consumption possibilities generated by the volatility in the production factor and the 
effect of such volatility on output. As the latter approaches zero with an increase in k, 
the difference between the two consumption relations disappears. This indicates that 
developing economies bear the costs of vulnerability to a larger extent as they would be 
relatively more exposed to shocks. The steady state per capita capital in the vulnerability 
model is higher than that in the baseline model. The higher level of capital accumulated, 
and its consequent lower marginal productivity, is intended to offset the effects of its 
volatility. The vulnerability model however also features a steady state per capita capital 








In terms of absolute convergence, it may be seen from Figure 4 that applying an 
initial value for k that is lower than steady state while assuming that c lies on the 
steady-state locus for each of the models, the responsiveness of consumption to an 
increase in capital under the vulnerability model would be stronger and goes on further 
than that under the baseline model. This is because the slope of the steady state 
consumption locus is higher for the model incorporating vulnerability, while the 
equilibrium steady state capital is larger. In this sense, therefore, it may be possible to ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH  33
account for the relatively higher rates of consumption growth by economies subject to 
vulnerability, albeit their steady state consumption is lower. It is to be borne in mind that 
as these economies develop, their consumption can increase at a faster pace as growth 
tends to not only increase consumption possibilities but also to reduce the effects of 
vulnerability. 
An experiment to assess the speed of convergence in the baseline and in the 
vulnerability models is designed whereby the values of the deep parameters are set at 
 and  0.08 = +d n 0.1 = + + θ d n . The elasticity parameter of output with respect to the 
capital intensity,  α , is set at 0.4, a value that on the basis of the analysis presented in 
Figures 2 and 3 produces different steady state values for the two models. The utility 
elasticity with respect to consumption, which is only relevant for consumption growth in 
the vulnerability model, is set at 0.5. The values for the variances of the capital stock and 
consumption possibilities are arbitrarily set at positive values. Starting conditions for the 
capital stock and consumption are set at one half of the respective steady state values in 
each model. Figures 5a, band c show the time paths of the growth rates in the capital 
stock, output and consumption for the two models under these conditions. 
It can be observed that in general, convergence to steady state is slower under the 
vulnerability model than under the baseline model. This is because the growth rates of 
output capital and consumption are lower in the initial phases of growth in the 
vulnerability model. This is mainly attributable to the deleterious effects of volatility in 
the capital stock on output, which hampers the rate of capital accumulation and therefore, 
the growth of output and consumption. It is however observed that at later stages of 
economic development, growth under the vulnerability model persists at a relatively 
higher level for a longer period of time. This is due to the differences between the steady 
state levels of capital, output and consumption under the two models. As discussed in 
the preceding section, the vulnerability model features higher steady state levels of 
capital and output, which accounts for the persistence of growth in these variables over a 
longer period of time. Such persistence is however not so evident in the case of 
consumption, which is in steady state lower in the vulnerability model compared to the 
baseline model.   
It can thus be concluded that economic vulnerability does not have a monotonic effect on 
the rate of economic growth. Rather, vulnerability tends to slow down the output growth of 
relatively underdeveloped economies, but tends to accelerate the growth rate of more 
developed ones. The latter is due to the fact that the steady state output of vulnerable 
economies is relatively higher, while the damaging effects of vulnerability tend to diminish 
as the economy grows. In this sense, therefore, vulnerability can be viewed as a factor that 
retards convergence between developing and developed economies. 
 
 




























































































Figure 5c.    Convergence of Consumption to Steady State ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH  35
6.    VULNERABILITY AND TOTAL FACTOR PRODUCTIVITY GROWTH 
 
Vulnerability considerations could thus play a role in explaining observations 
regarding total factor productivity growth. It is to be noted that since the effects of 
vulnerability cannot be attributed clearly to the role of factor inputs within a 
neo-classical production function, they would fall within the nature of the residual 
typically defined as total factor productivity improvements in growth accounting 
exercises. Among the more recent and comprehensive of these is Senhadji (1999), who 
concluded, amongst other things that total factor productivity growth is larger in 
developed rather than developing economies, and that it is more volatile in the latter. 
The study also observed that total factor productivity growth declines with an increase in 
the share of capital in output. The study also observes a very slow speed of convergence 
between countries at different levels of economic development. 
These observations fit within the results of the economic vulnerability model 
obtained here. The low total factor productivity growth for underdeveloped economies 
can be attributed to adverse effects on their output growth of their increased 
susceptibility to downside shocks demonstrated in the preceding section. The more 
volatile total factor productivity growth of such economies is another manifestation of 
their increased susceptibility to shocks discussed earlier on. The lower total factor 
productivity growth for economies with a higher capital intensity is consistent with the 
results obtained pointing to an increased susceptibility to downside shocks of economies 
which increase their capital share in output starting from a relatively low level, as shown 
in Figure 1. The slow speed of convergence can also be attributed to the effects of 
economic vulnerability, as discussed in the preceding section. 
 
 
7.  VULNERABILITY  AND  SMALL  ECONOMIES 
 
Studies on economic vulnerability consistently show that this phenomenon is 
prevalent in small states. Using a vulnerability index based on the volume of trade to 
GDP ratio as a measure of exposure to foreign economic conditions, transport and 
freight costs as a percentage of exports as a proxy for remoteness and insularity, and the 
share of money damage caused by natural disasters in relation to GDP as an indicator of 
disaster proneness, Briguglio (1995) shows that out of 114 countries including both 
developed and developing ones, the small island states regularly show a very high 
vulnerability measurement. The vulnerability index proposed by the Commonwealth 
Secretariat (1997) composed of export diversification, export dependence and the impact 
of natural disasters shows that 26 out of 28 most vulnerable countries are small states. 
It is interesting to categorise the characteristics of small economies that give rise to 
their pronounced vulnerability in terms of the extent of their exposure to exogenous 
shocks and their susceptibility to such shocks, in line with the model developed in this 
paper. The World Trade Organisation (2002) admits that there is as yet no general GORDON CORDINA  36
agreement on the definition of economic smallness because of the different facets 
involved in this phenomenon that may be present to different extents in different 
countries. In this spirit, Srinivasan (1986) proposed that an appropriate definition of 
smallness should take into account a variety of factors including population and total 
income. In spite of this, the proxy that has been most widely used in the literature as a 
measure of country size is population, as in for example Commonwealth Secretariat - 
World Bank Joint Task Force (2000). An interesting definition by Davenport (2001) is 
based on a country’s share in world trade.   
The results of the model developed here show an increased vulnerability arising out 
of susceptibility to shocks for countries with a small capital to labour ratio. This could 
account for the heightened vulnerability of small states if such smallness is defined in 
terms of a scarcity of other production factors relative to labour, including physical 
capital, land, knowledge and technology. Definitions of small states based entirely on 
population size would not however fit within this explanation of vulnerability.   
In view of the elusive nature of the causes of smallness, the World Trade 
Organisation (2002) discusses the consequences of smallness that would have a bearing 
on vulnerability. These include their proneness to economic and natural shocks, 
remoteness and isolation and an inability to reap economies of scale. The first of these 
clearly falls within the class of exogenous shocks contemplated in the model developed 
in this paper. Remoteness and isolation would merely serve as factors that compound the 
effects of these exogenous shocks. The inability to reap economies of scale is not, prima 
facie, a factor that accounts for increased vulnerability but for lower per capita income 
On the other hand, if it is viewed to be tantamount to the existence of constraints that 
preclude from the sufficient development of the capital stock in an economy, it would 
constitute a factor that increases an economy’s susceptibility to exogenous shocks 
according to the model developed in this paper.   
 
 
8.    CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A RESOLUTION OF THE ECONOMIC 
VULNERABILITY DILEMMA? 
 
This paper shows an approach towards incorporating economic vulnerability, 
defined as the increased proneness of certain economies to downside risks to growth, 
within an economic growth model framework. The motivations behind this exercise 
originate from conceptual and empirical considerations. From a conceptual viewpoint, it 
is presumed that the literature on economic growth could benefit from explicit 
consideration of vulnerability issues. On the other, the literature on vulnerability, which 
has up to now been concerned with measurement issues, could benefit from a more solid 
theoretical framework. From an empirical viewpoint, an explanation to the observation 
that certain vulnerable economies enjoy high per capita output levels is sought. 
Vulnerability is modelled by means of postulating stochastic shocks to an economy’s 
capital stock and consumption possibilities. Its effects on an economy’s output and ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH  37
welfare are decomposed into those originating from the exogenous stochastic shocks and 
those attributable to the economy’s specific susceptibility to such shocks. Within the 
context of concave utility and production functions, the susceptibility to downside 
shocks would be more accentuated than that to upside shocks. Moreover, this implies 
that susceptibility to downside exogenous shocks is more pronounced for economies 
having a relatively low per capita capital. This is because a diminution of capital stock 
would have more significant effects in these economies due to its relatively higher 
marginal productivity. Similar arguments apply for a diminution in consumption 
possibilities. The susceptibility to exogenous shocks initially rises with an increase in the 
output share of the volatile production factor but eventually falls as the rate at which its 
marginal productivity declines would diminish.   
Steady state results indicate that the more vulnerable economy would tend to have a 
higher per capita capital stock and output but a lower consumption level. Thus, the 
vulnerable economy saves and invests more in order to overcome the effects of 
exogenous shocks, with a consequent lower marginal productivity of capital. On the 
other hand, the steady state consumption of a vulnerable economy is lower, as more 
resources are devoted towards saving to overcome vulnerability. This result is 
considered to provide a possible explanation for the fact that a number of vulnerable 
economies exhibit high levels of per capita income and saving. Such vulnerability would 
however still result in reduced welfare by eroding consumption possibilities. 
Dynamic modelling results indicate that the model incorporating vulnerability 
exhibits the standard saddle-point equilibrium properties of Ramsey-Koopmans-Cass 
growth models. However, they tend to have a lower speed of convergence to steady state. 
Vulnerability tends to slow down the growth rates of relatively underdeveloped 
economies but it tends to increase the growth of more developed ones. Thus, 
vulnerability can be identified as a factor that reduces the speed of convergence between 
economies at different states of development. 
The results derived in this exercise provide possible explanations for empirical 
observations regarding developments in total factor productivity growth and the 
heightened vulnerability of small economies.   
There are at least three possible avenues for further research building upon this 
exercise. First, the model utilised here could be further enriched to capture additional 
aspects of vulnerability, such as possible correlations between capital stock and 
consumption possibilities shocks, the possible persistence of shocks or of their effects 
over time. To further assess the vulnerability characteristics of small economies, models 
with more than one commodity could be considered to study the effects of excessive 
concentration, as well as the implications of indivisibilities in the accumulation of 
capital. Second, the results suggest a new conceptual framework for measuring 
economic vulnerability, distinguishing between the exposure of an economy to 
exogenous shocks and the factors that affect an economy’s susceptibility to such shocks. 
The latter are found to be mainly a function of the size of the capital stock of the 
economy. Finally, the results described here would need to be corroborated by further GORDON CORDINA  38
empirical research, to assess whether they in practice hold in the context of present 








Barro, R.J., and X. Sala-I-Martin (1995), Economic Growth, New York, McGraw Hill. 
Briguglio, L. (1992), “Preliminary Study on the Construction of an Index for Ranking 
Countries According to their Economic Vulnerability,” UNCTAD/LDC/Misc.4 
(1992). 
_____ (1993), “The Economic Vulnerabilities of Small Island Developing States,” study 
commissioned by CARICOM for the Regional Technical Meeting of the Global 
Conference on the Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States, Port 
of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, July 1993. 
_____ (1995), “Small Island States and their Economic Vulnerabilities,” World 
Development, 23, 1615-1632.   
_____ (1997), “Alternative Economic Vulnerability Indices for Developing Countries,” 
Report prepared for the Expert Group on Vulnerability Index. UN(DESA), 17-19 
December 1997. 
Bosworth, B., S.M. Collins, and Y. Chen (1995), “Accounting for Differences in 
Economic Growth,” Brookings Discussion Papers on International Economics, No. 
115. 
Cass, D. (1965), “Optimum Growth in an Aggregative Model of Capital Accumulation,” 
Review of Economic Studies, 32, 233-240. 
Chander, R. (1996), Measurement of the Vulnerability of Small States, Washington. 
Chiang, A. (1992), Elements of Dynamic Optimisation, New York, McGraw Hill. 
Crowards, T. (1999), “An Economic Vulnerability Index for Developing Countries, with 
Special Reference to the Caribbean: Alternative Methodologies and Provisional 
Results,” Caribbean Development Bank, March 1999. 
Commonwealth Advisory Group (1997), “A Future for Small States: Overcoming 
Vulnerability,” London, Commonwealth Secretariat. 
Commonwealth Secretariat and World Bank (2000), “Small States: Meeting Challenges 
in the Global Economy,” Report of the Commonwealth Secretariat-World Bank Joint 
Task Force on Small States, London: Commonwealth Secretariat; Washington D.C.: 
The World Bank. 
Davenport, M. (2001), “A Study of Alternative Special and Differential Arrangements 
for Small Economies,” Interim Report, Commonwealth Secretariat. 
Easter, C. (1998), “Small States and Development: A Composite Index of Vulnerability 
in Small States:” Economic Review and Basic Statistics, Commonwealth Secretariat, ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY AND ECONOMIC GROWTH  39
December 1998. 
Guillaumont, P. (1999), “On the Economic Vulnerability of Low Income Countries,” 
mimeo, CERDI-CNRS, Université d’Auvergne, France. 
Hirshleifer, J., and J.G. Riley (1992), The Analytics of Uncertainty and Information, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 
Inada, K. (1963), “On a Two-Sector Model of Economic Growth: Comments and a 
Generalisation,” Review of Economic Studies, 30, 119-127. 
Koopmans, T.C. (1965), “On the Concept of Optimal Economic Growth,” in The 
Econometric Approach to Development Planning, Amsterdam, North Holland. 
Machina, M.J. (1987), “Choice under Uncertainty: Problems Solved and Unsolved,” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives, 1, 121-154. 
_____ (1989), “Decision-Making in the Presence of Risk,” in F. Hahn (ed), The 
Economics of Missing Markets, Information and Games, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 
278-296.  
Ramsey, F. (1928), “A Mathematical Theory of Saving,” Economic Journal, 38, 
543-559. 
Romer, P.R. (1987), “Crazy Explanations for the Productivity Slowdown,” NBER 
Macroeconomics Annual 1987, ed. by Stanley Fischer.   
Senhadji A. (1999), “Sources of Economic Growth: An Extensive Growth Accounting 
Exercise,” IMF Working Paper 99/77.   
Solow, R.M. (1956), “A Contribution to the Theory of Economic Growth,” Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, 70, 1, 65-94. 
_____ (1957), “Technical Change and the Aggregate Production Function,” Review of 
Economics and Statistics, 39, 312-320. 
Srinivasan, T.N. (1986), “The Costs and Benefits of Being a Small, Remote, Island 
Landlocked, or Ministate Economy,” Research Observer, 1(2), 205-18. 
Swan, T.W. (1956), “Economic Growth and Capital Accumulation,” Economic Record, 
32, 334-361. 
UNCTAD (1997), “The Vulnerability of Small Island Developing States in the Context 
of Globalisation: Common Issues and Remedies,” Report prepared for the Expert 
Group on Vulnerability Index. UN(DESA), 17-19 December 1997. 
World Trade Organisation (2002), “Small Economies: A Literature Review,” Dedicated 






Mailing Address: Department of Economics University of Malta, Msida, Malta. 
Tel:(+356) 3290-2734, Fax:(+356) 340-335. E-mail: Gordon.cordina@um.edu.mt, 
 
Manuscript received March, 2003; final revision received August, 2004. 